		

CARSEY

FACT SHEET NO. 21

CARSEY INSTITUTE

FALL 2012

I N S T I T U T E

Urban-Rural Differences in Concern about the
Environment and Jobs in the Puget Sound Region
T H O M A S G . S A F F O R D, M AT T H E W J. C U T L E R ,
M E G A N H E N L Y, K A R M A C . N O R M A N , A N D P H I L L I P S . L E V I N

D

ifficult economic conditions and wide-ranging environmental issues confront communities across the
Puget Sound region of Washington. Statewide unemployment has reached 8.5 percent, and recent studies find that
problems ranging from water pollution to habitat loss threaten
the coastal environment.1 Carsey Institute researchers are
collaborating with scientists from the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Fisheries to investigate
the social forces that influence views about environmental
problems in Puget Sound. More in-depth social data and
analysis can inform the efforts of policymakers attempting to
meet the needs of local communities while maintaining the
health of Puget Sound.
We surveyed 1,980 individuals residing in Puget
Sound.2 Here we outline results from a set of questions
that gauged residents’ views about the severity of different
environmental problems. Key differences appear based
on the type of environmental issue and whether residents
lived in urban, suburban, or rural locales. We also compare the strength of concern about the lack of jobs and
beliefs about the environment.
We asked respondents whether they believed four broad
environmental concerns were serious problems for the future
of the country (see Figure 1). Significantly more individuals viewed ocean pollution, overfishing, and climate change
as more serious issues than overharvesting of timber.3 Less
concern about the seriousness of overharvesting of timber
nation-wide may reflect the importance of the forest products
industry to the Washington economy. When asked about
issues confronting their community, Puget Sound residents
were also apprehensive about the effects of environmental and
economic challenges locally (see Figure 2). Fully 77 percent
of respondents stated that a lack of jobs was an important
problem for their community, which is not surprising given
the difficult current economic conditions. Interestingly,
nearly as many (73 percent) felt the loss of habitat for fish and
wildlife was a concern. The differences between responses to

Key Findings
•

•

Too few jobs and the loss of wildlife habitat
were the two community issues most likely to
be ranked as important problems among residents of Puget Sound.
Environmental concern is higher among urban
than rural residents, while those in rural areas
are more likely than urbanites to believe the lack
of jobs is a threat to their community.

Figure 1. Beliefs about the national implications of
environmental issues

Figure 2. Beliefs about local economic and
environmental issues
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these two items were not statistically significant. This suggests
that residents of the Puget Sound region are acutely aware that
changes in environmental quality, as well limited job opportunities, are negatively affecting their communities.
Although residents share a concern about the environment and economic challenges, their views differ depending
on whether they live in rural, suburban, or urban locales
(see Figures 3A and 3B).4 Rural residents were significantly
more likely to view the lack of jobs as problematic, while
urban residents were more likely to view habitat loss as a
critical issue facing their community.5 Rural Mason County
has the highest unemployment in the Puget Sound region at
11.2 percent, while coastal habitat loss has been pronounced
in urban locales.6 These patterns suggest that underlying
economic conditions and exposure to environmental change
may influence perceptions about the implications of environmental issues for communities across Puget Sound.
Figure 3A. Lack of job opportunities by place
of residence
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Figure 3B. Loss of habitat for wildlife by place
of residence

Resolving environmental problems is a challenging endeavor
that has important social implications. The results reported here
illustrate that Puget Sound residents view environmental issues
as serious problems. However, levels of concern vary by the type
of issue and place of residence. Our findings demonstrate that
beliefs about the environment are multidimensional and issue
specific. By highlighting the inter-relationships between social
and environmental factors, social scientists can aid policymakers as they attempt to develop management approaches that are
both socially and environmentally sustainable.
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